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up-to-date summary of the recent literature
on breast cancer, set out in a simple manner.
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This report appeared a decade after the
setting up of the International Agency for
Research on Cancer within the framework of
the World Health Organisation. Appropriate-
ly therefore, the report begins by recalling the
Agency's history and current policy-a policy
of encouraging, undertaking and reviewing
both epidemiological and laboratory research
on the role of environmental factors in car-
cinogenesis. An impressive variety ofprojects
through which this policy was applied in
1975-76 is described in the body of the
report, and cancer research workers of every
discipline should find much to interest them
there. If the report's recommendations are
implemented, the nextdecadeshouldseethese
activities extended by the development of an
international network for the surveillance of
cancer morbidity and carcinogen levels based
on a few centres ofexcellence.
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IARCMonographs on the Evaluation ofthe
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This is the second time asbestos has been
reviewed in the IARC Monograph series. In
addition, the IARC have published the
proceedings of a Working Conference held in
1972 on the Biological Effects of Asbestos.
This evidence of endeavour reflects a justifi-
able degree of concern about what must be
regarded as one of the most serious environ-
mental cancer hazards of our time.
The latest Monograph provides more
detailed information on the chemistry, pro-
duction, use and occurrence ofdifferent forms
of asbestos than its predecessor, and refers to
recently published measurements of airborne
asbestos dust in various environments, for
example, in a school sprayed internally with
an asbestos paint. It is certainly useful to have
this up-to-date information drawn together
foreasyreference. Alsousefully summarized is
the recent epidemiological literature. At the
time of the 1973 Monograph, available
human data suggested that the risk of lung
cancer and mesothelioma is small for workers
exposed to chrysotile compared with that for
workers exposed to crocidolite. The latest
Monograph lists the recent evidence ofrisk for
chrysotile workers, and does not suggest that
this form of asbestos is less hazardous than
crocidolite. This significant change ofposition
is not discussed, nor is it necessarily justified
by the human evidence reviewed, although in
rats an important study carried out in the
U.K. indicated that inhaled chrysotile was as
active as inhaled crocidolite in increasing the
risk of cancer of the lung and mesothelioma.
In experiments involving the intrapleural or
intraperitoneal introduction of asbestos into
rats, fibres of 05 ,um in diameter were found
to be more active in producing mesotheliomas
than those of larger diameter. However, it is
difficult to interpret these findings in terms
ofhuman risk, because ofthe unnatural route
ofadministration.
As a rule, the Working Groups who
prepare IARC monographs refrain from
making quantitative evaluations of cancer
risk. In this respect the present monograph is
exceptional. In an appendix to the main text
it is pointed out that about a million men
and womeninthe United States are currently,
or have in the past been, exposed to asbestos
at work, and of these more than 200,000 may
be expected to die from lung cancer and
a further 50,000 from mesothelioma. Even
if this frightening projection is only half
true, it justifies keeping the status ofasbestos
as a cancer hazard under constant review. As
with other materials that are indispensable to
modern life, but are also carcinogens or
suspected carcinogens, it is urgently necessary
to determine whether there is a no-effect
level or a level of exposure which carried an
acceptable degree of risk. Much more and
better quantitative data from human and
experimental studies will be needed for this
purpose. There can, therefore, be no doubt
that the latest monograph subserves a useful
and important function.
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